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Polarization in America
Agenda

Part 1. How Bad Is It?
ÅWhat do you think?
ÅWhat does the data say?

Part 2. What Damage is It Doing?
ÅYouth, Families, Communities, 

Institutions
ÅPolitical Damage
ÅWalking on Eggshells

Part 3. Whatôs Causing It?
ÅCollapse in Trust
ÅRise of the Extremes
ÅMedia & Leadership

Part 4. What Doesnôt Work
ÅFacts?
ÅLogic?
ÅRidicule?

Part 5. What Can We Do About It
ÅReleasing Anger
ÅListening and Creative Inquiry
ÅRebuilding Trusting Relationships
ÅFrom Polarization to Paradox to Problem 

Solving
ÅYour everyday role as leaders
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Part One

The Problem of Polarization
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Have you had a somewhat volatile argument 

with a friend or family member about politics?

Do you have any grandchildren who have 

expressed deep concern about the future?

Do you have a sense of angst and uneasiness 

about the direction of America Today?
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Signs of Polarization

ÅMe vs You, Us vs Them Mentality:  
aŜ ϧ ¦ǎ όǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛŜǿǎύ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ άȅƻǳέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƳϦ 
όǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ Řƻ ƴƻǘύΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ Ƴȅ ŜƴŜƳȅΦ

ÅRigid Beliefs:
Inflexible, unwavering beliefs; resist considering alternative 
viewpoints or new or contrarian information.

ÅRefusal to Compromise: 
Unwilling to engage in compromise or negotiation, seeing it 
as a sign of weakness or betrayal of their principles.

ÅConfirmation Bias: 
Actively seeking out and favoring information that confirms 
their existing beliefs while dismissing or downplaying 
contradictory information.

ÅHostile Communication: 
Aggressive or confrontational communication styles, 
including personal attacks and belligerent rhetoric directed at 
demeaning those with opposing views.

ÅPropaganda & Demagoguery: 
Use of Media to divide people, exploit fears, scapegoat, and 
exacerbate victimization to excuse and promote irreverent 
leadership behavior.

ÅSocial Segregation: 
Social exclusion, where people primarily associate with others who 
share their views, leading to echo chambers and reinforcing their 
beliefs.

ÅDemonization of Opponents: 
Dehumanizing  or demonize those who hold opposing views, 
portraying them as morally corrupt, unintelligent, or dangerous.

ÅIntolerance of Dissent: 
Little acceptance of disagreement, alternative thinking, or new 
ideas within polarized groups. Any internal dissent may be met 
with hostility or ostracism.

ÅEmotional Reactions: 
Display strong emotional reactions when discussing the subject 
they are polarized about, such as anger, frustration, or anxiety.

ÅEscalation of Conflict: 
Intensification of animosity using any resource that will over-power 
or undermine the opponent as people become more entrenched in 
their beliefs and less willing to find common ground.

ÅMoral Slippage:
Ethical Standards succumb to unethical behaviors, with justification 
that the Ends justifies the Means
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Part 1. How Bad Is It?

What do you think?

What does the data say?
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Context

Why Polarization Now Feels Personal

72%
Hope to avoid politics at Family 

gatherings

Polarization is a daily -lived relational 
stressor, not only a public -policy divide.

39%
Feel stressed by the prospect 

of attending  a social event

Polarization creates anxiety, silence, and 
community conflict in every generation .

45%
Of young adults skip 

gatherings to avoid conflict

Withdrawal becomes a coping strategy
 when conversations feel unsafe .

ά¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅΦέ
ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅΦέ
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PEW RESEARCH CENTER 2023

ά5ƛǾƛǎƛǾŜΣέ ά/ƻǊǊǳǇǘΣέ 
άaŜǎǎȅΣέ άtƻƭŀǊƛȊŜŘΣέ 
ά/ǊŀȊȅέ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
used words to describe 
U.S. Politics today
What one word or phrase would 
you use to describe politics in 
the U.S. these days?
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Record -High 80% of Americans Perceive Nation as Divided

Source: Gallup Poll 2024

DIVIDEDDIVIDED ¦`M¢82

Polarized People are 
incapable of deep 

inquiry, full 
comprehension, 
or innovation in 

thinking
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GAP

80%

32%

46%

20%

31%

29%

Wider Partisan Gap on President Trumpõs Job Rating 

than for any President in Six Decades

Democrat Republican
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Polarization: 
Growing 

Shares of both 
Republicans & 
Democrats say 

members of 
the other 

party are more 
immoral, 

dishonest, 
close -minded 

than other 
Americans 
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ΨмсΨмфΨннΨнпΨнсΨну
Actual Projected

+90%

+86%

+90%

+86%

+90%

+90%

Projected Projected Projected

Close -Minded Dishonest Immoral

Source: Pew Research Center  2016, ó19, ó22
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Unintelligent Lazy
Say Four or All 
of these Traits

+34%

+70%

Projected

+64%
+71%

+76%
+78%

Projected

Projected
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-ÏÓÔ 6ÏÔÅÒÓ 4ÈÉÎË !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ $ÉÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ #ÁÎÎÏÔ "Å /ÖÅÒÃÏÍÅ
±ƻǘŜǊǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ

Based on New York Times/Siena polls of registered voters nationwide conducted Sept. 22-24, 2020, July 5-7, 2022, Oct. 9-12, 2022, and Sept. 22-27, 2025.
¢ƘŜ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǿƘƻ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƻǊ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƘƻǿƴΦ

ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ƙƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǾŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΚ
tƻƭŀǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜŜǇŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ
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Part 2. What Damage is It Doing?

Youth, Families, Communities, Institutions

Walking on Eggshells -- Conformity
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73% 71%

60%

Most of the Time
People just Look Out

for Themselves

Most People would
try to Take

Advantage of You if
they Got a Chance

Most People Can't Be
Trusted

Most Young Adults in U.S. see others as Selfish, 
Exploitative, Untrustworthy -- % of U.S. Adults

ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŀƎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƘƻ ǎŀȅΧΦ

18-29Ages

Source: Pew Research Center; Survey conducted Nov 27-Dec 10, 2018

We are FAILING
OUR NEXT 

GENERATION
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Most of the Time People just
Look Out for Themselves

Most People would try to
Take Advantage of You if they

Got a Chance

Most People Can't Be Trusted

Most Young Adults in U.S. see others as Selfish, Exploitative, 
Untrustworthy -- % of U.S. Adults
ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŀƎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƘƻ ǎŀȅΧΦ

18-29 30-49 50-64 Age 65+
Source: Pew Research Center; Survey conducted Nov 27-Dec 10, 2018



Copyright 2026
Copyright 2026

20
International Collaborative Leadership Institute

hǳǊ ¸ƻǳǘƘΩǎ /wL{L{Υ

MENTAL HEALTH

¶ 44% of high school students feel "persistently sad 

or hopeless"

¶ 37% report poor mental health

¶ 22% seriously considered suicide

¶ 70% report anxiety and depression as major problems

¶ 61% report frequent loneliness

¶ 73% spend less time in face -to-face interaction than online

TRUST & DEMOCRACY COLLAPSE

¶ Only 7% of young people have "great deal" of trust 

in government

¶ 74% believe democracy is "in trouble" or "failing"

¶ 52% feel "politics has become too divisive to solve problems"

¶ 56% feel "American dream is no longer attainable"

ECONOMIC ANXIETY

¶ 63% of millennials living 

paycheck to paycheck

¶ Average student debt: $37,000

¶ 48% can't afford home ownership

¶ 70% report financial stress affecting mental health

¶ 72% believe they'll be worse off than their parents

FUTURE CONCERNS

¶ 68% worry about climate change impacts

¶ 65% fear social/political instability

¶ 58% doubt they'll achieve retirement security

¶ 49% report having three or fewer close friends

¶ 39% feel they have "no one to talk to"

Source: Multiple Recent Surveys



Copyright 2026
Copyright 2026

21
International Collaborative Leadership Institute

The Unhappy States of America
America these days is not a happy place. Even though the economy is up, 

polarization is at an all-time high, and a feeling of malaise, or worse, grips the nation.

21 states registered 
absolute declines in their 
levels of well-being.

Not a single state 
showed a statistically 
significant improvement.
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In Small Group Discussion:

ÅWhat would you predict in 2 years?
- in 4 years?

ÅHow does Polarization affect
ÅYour Lives ï friends, family, neighbors

ÅYour business?

ÅYour own attitude about life itself?

ÅHow will the Law of Unintended 
Consequence strike?
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Part 3. Whatõs Causing It?

Institutional Collapse

Rise of the Extremes

Media & Leadership
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79%

40%

30%

20%

8%
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90%

Trust in Government

TRUST IN GOVERNMENT

Source: Gallup Poll; Trust in Institutions 1975-2023

We are FAILING OUR 
DEMOCRACY

1966 1990 2005 20232022

TRUST in Congress
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80%

41% 42%

34%
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80%

90%

Trust in Healthcare System

TRUST IN HEALTHCARE SYSTEM

1975 1995 2005 2023

Source: Gallup Poll; Trust in Institutions 1975-2022

We are FAILING in 
MEDICINE

DISTRUST

i n

H
e

a l t hc a r e Sys t e

m

1975 1995 2005 2023
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63%
59%

68%

34%

28%

18%
14%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

1975 1997 2007 2022

TRUST IN BUSINESS

Trust in Small Business Trust in Big Business

Source: Gallup Poll; Trust in Institutions 1975-2022

DISTRUST

in

B
ig Bus iness

Trust in Small Business is 5 
times higher than Big Business 

Small Business is one of the few 
Trusted Institutions in America
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62%

45%

37%

26%

0%
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70%

Trust in Public Schools

TRUST IN PUBLIC EDUCATION

Source: Gallup Poll; Trust in Institutions 1975-2023

We are FAILING OUR 
NEXT GENERATION

1975 1995 2005 2023
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68%

56%
53%

35%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

TRUST IN CHURCHES & ORGANIZED RELIGION ς 
GALLUP POLL

1975 1990 2005 2019
Source: Gallup Poll; Trust in Institutions 1975-2019

We are FAILING
 OUR   FAITH



Copyright 2026
Copyright 2026

30
International Collaborative Leadership Institute

75%

44%

0%
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TRUST IN SUPREME COURT ς GALLUP POLL

2005 2024
Source: Gallup Poll; Trust in Institutions 2005-2024
Annenberg Public Policy Center

We are FAILING IN OUR
SENSE OF FAIR PLAY

71% of Republicans 
41% of independents  
24% of Democrats

 Trust the Court 
to act in their best 

interest

47-point gap between 
Republicans & 

Democrats 
widest recorded
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Measure Carter Era (~1977) Bush Era (~2003) Obama Era (~2012) Today (2025)

Moderates in 
Congress (overall) ~30% ~8% ~5% ~3ï4% (estimated) 

Strong 
Conservatives or 

Liberals
~27% ~57% ~75%+ ~90%+ 

Cross-party 
Ideological overlap Significant Shrinking Near zero Zero  

GOP Moderates 
(Senate) ~40% (early 1990s) ð ~10% ~5% or fewer

Dem Moderates 
(House) ~35% ð ~12% ~8ï10% 

Moderates were the Buffers, the Bridge Builders, the Problem Solvers, the Trusted Agents of the Public
Sources: 
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever  https://voteview.com/articles/party_polarization  

https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx  https://lawler.house.gov/uploadedfiles/118th_highlights_final_03_24_2025.pdf 

https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://cnsmaryland.org/2025/10/21/congress-disagreeing-on-funding-isnt-new-but-statistically-its-members-disagree-more-than-ever
https://voteview.com/articles/party_polarization
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://lawler.house.gov/uploadedfiles/118th_highlights_final_03_24_2025.pdf
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3236 min
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Fear thy Neighbor,
Distrust thy Leaders,
Disavow thy Faith,
Divide thy Allegiance

Reap the Storms
of Torment Today

and its Terrors Tomorrow
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Part 4. Polarization: 
What DOES NOT WORK

Facts?

Logic?

Ridicule?

Arguing?

Debate?

Calls for Civility?
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Failed Strategy Why It Fails Missing Precondition

Debate & Argument Hardens Positions, Triggers Ego 

Defense & Increases FEAR

No Trust Building, No Ɋ Safety

Fact -Checking Bypasses Emotional Root,

Activates Identity Polarization

Anger Release Skipped

Raw Exposure to 

Opposing Views

Activates Dormant Tribal Identity No Relational Trust Built

Social Media 

Engagement

Algorithmically Rewards Outrage Structural Incentives Unreformed

Top-Down Civility Calls Superficial, Not Relational No Deep Norm-building

Talking about 

Disagreements

Triggers Defensiveness No Curiosity Or Paradox Framing

Common -Enemy 

Identity Framing

Embeds The Us-vs-them Structure Spiritual Connection & Dialogue 

Impossible
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Part 5 ðWhat We Can Do 
about Polarization

STEPS --Your everyday role as leaders

Release the Anger to Access the Dream

Listening & Creative Inquiry

Build Trust

From Polarization to Paradox to Problem Solving
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People Support 

What They Help Create
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Step 1. Understand the Emotional Source of Anger


